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Renal basement membranes by ultrahigh resolution scanning
electron microscopy
KAZUE HIRONAKA, HIR0FuMI MAKINO, YASUSHI YAMASAKI, and ZENSUKE OTA
Third Department of Internal Medicine, Okayama University Medical School, Okayama, Japan
Renal basement membranes by ultrahigh resolution scanning electron
microscopy. Three-dimensional ultrastructures of basement membranes
of the rat kidney were investigated with an ultrahigh resolution scanning
electron microscope (HSEM) equipped with a resolving power of 0.5
nm. All cellular components were extracted from renal cortical tissues
by sequential-detergent treatment, Four types of acellular basement
membranes were observed after tannin-osmium conductive staining:
the glomerular basement membrane (GBM) associated with the mesan-
gial matrix, the tubular basement membrane (TBM), the Bowman's
capsule basement membrane (BCBM), and the peritubular capillary
basement membrane (PTCBM). We could demonstrate the polygonal
meshwork structures composed of strands in the respective basement
membranes. The strands averaged 6 to 7 nm wide, whereas the pore
sizes within the meshworks were variable and differed according to the
basement membrane type. Moreover, we confirmed the presence of the
heterogeneity of the GBM suggested by several approaches. Present
data support the proposition that a polygonal meshwork structure may
represent the basic structure of basement membrane. Some of the
observed architectural dissimilarities in basement membrane types may
reflect their different functional properties, which in turn may reflect the
heterogeneous distribution of major basement membrane components
as demonstrated by immunohistochemical and biochemical studies.
The glomerular basement membrane (GBM) is physiologi-
cally and morphologically best studied in relation to glomerular
permselectivity of macromolecules and plasma protein in nor-
mal and diseased glomeruli. Physiological studies have proved
that the GBM constitutes both the size-selective and the charge-
selective barrier, and are suggestive of the presence of the pores
in the GBM [1—71. Type IV collagen is considered to play an
important role in the size-selective permeability of the GBM.
More recently, the GBM is considered to contain at least five
distinct type IV collagen chains: al(IV), a2(IV), a3(IV), a4(IV)
and a5(IV) [8—20]. Immunohistochemical and biochemical stud-
ies suggest that novel chains designated as a3, a4, and a5 may
have a crucial role in glomerular filtration function. At the level
of ultrastructure, the GBM has usually been described as a thin
layer composed of fibrillar networks of 3 to 4 nm fibrils [11. The
presence of the pores in the network of the GBM have been
demonstrated with transmission electron microscopy (TEM) of
ultrathin section method [211, negative staining [22, 23], and
replica method [241 without proteolytic digestion. However,
Received for publication March 3, 1992
and in revised form August 24, 1992
Accepted for publication August 24, 1992
© 1993 by the International Society of Nephrology
ultrastructural features of the GBM vary with the method
employed. This is in part due to the difficulty in preparation for
the GBM for ultrastructural analysis.
Scanning electron microscope (SEM) has the advantage over
TEM in that it can observe wide surfaces three-dimensionally.
However, application of SEM has previously been limited to
glomerular cell surfaces, because the GBM underlies epithelial
and endothelial cells. A nondisruptive technique for acellular
preparation of renal cortex was devised by Carison and Kenny
[25]. This method has made possible meaningful morphological
investigation of the isolated GBMs [26—30]. Nevertheless, pre-
vious SEM studies failed to demonstrate the network structure
of the GBM, probably due to (1) the insufficient instrument
resolving power (about 5 nm or larger), and (2) problems with
the metal coating used to increase electron-conductivity of
biological specimens. First, a new type SEM, that is, ultrahigh
resolution scanning electron microscopy (HSEM) was devised
by Tanaka et a! in 1985 [31]. HSEM is equipped with a field
emission source and objective lens of very short focal length,
and a resolving power of 0.5 nm at 30 kV. Therefore, HSEM
theoretically enables imaging biological specimens up to mac-
romolecular architecture, if they are appropriately prepared.
Second, the metal coating is inadequate for ultrastructural
observation, because metal particles, being generally larger
than the resolution of the HSEM, appear as pebbles or granular
objects which distort the image of the macromolecules. The
tannin-osmium conductive staining originally devised by Mu-
rakami [32], which is the one of the methods used to increase
electron-conductivity of the biological specimens, is widely
employed in ultrastructural studies using HSEM [33—35].
The purpose of the present HSEM study is to extend the
previous SEM studies up to the level of macromolecular
resolution, and demonstrate some general and specific ultra-
structural features of basement membrane types. After extrac-
tion by the Carlson method [25], four types of acellular base-
ment membranes were examined by HSEM and TEM: the
GBM associated with the mesangial matrix, the tubular base-
ment membrane (TBM), the Bowman's capsule basement mem-
brane (BCBM), and peritubular capillary basement membrane
(PTCBM). We carried out TEM studies mainly to judge the
morphological integrity of isolated basement membranes. We
could demonstrate polygonal meshwork structures composed
of strands about 6 to 7 nm wide and pores in all basement
membranes using HSEM in conjunction with tannin-osmium
conductive staining.
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Methods
Ten male Wistar rats, weighing approximately 200 g were
used for the experiments. After anesthetization with ether,
kidneys were extracted immediately.
Preparation of acellular renal cortex
Acellular cortical tissues were prepared as previously de-
scribed [29, 30]. Briefly, renal cortical tissue blocks were
minced to 2 mm3. Minced tissue specimens were sequentially
exposed to 4 msi ethylenediamine tetraacetic acid (24 hr, 4°C),
3% triton X-l00 (24 hr, 4°C), 0.05% deoxyribonuclease (Type I,
Sigma, St. Louis, Missouri, USA) in 1 M NaC1 (24 hr, 4°C), and
4% sodium deoxycholate (2 to 4 hr, room temperature). All
solutions contained 0.1% sodium azide. Tissue specimens were
rinsed extensively between each step with distilled water.
Acellular renal cortical specimens were separated for HSEM
and TEM preparation.
Tissue preparation for HSEM
Acellular renal cortical specimens were prepared for HSEM
as previously described [33]. Briefly, specimens were fixed with
2.5% glutaraldehyde in 0.1 M cacodylate buffer (pH 7.2, 2 hr,
4°C). After rinsing with the same buffer, the tannin-osmium
conductive staining (OTOTO method) was performed as fol-
lows: by immersion three times in 1% osmium tetroxide (2 hr,
4°C), and interposed by 2% tannic acid solution (pH 4.2, 2 hr,
room temperature). Between each step, rinses were performed
at least three times with distilled water. After staining, speci-
mens were dehydrated in graded series of ethanol and cryo-
fractured in liquid nitrogen. Cryofractured specimens were
transferred to t-buty alcohol, and freeze-dried with a vacuum
evaporator (ID-2, Eiko). The dried specimens were then
mounted on aluminum stubs, and examined with an ultrahigh
resolution scanning electron microscope (S-900, Hitachi) with-
out metal coating at original magnifications 250 to 600,000x
using an accelerating voltage of 20 kV.
Tissue preparation for TEM
Acellular renal cortical specimens were immersed into 2.5%
glutaraldehyde in 0.1 M cacodylate buffer (pH 7.2, 2 hr, 4°C),
postfixed in 1% osmium tetroxide (2 hr, 4°C), and then embed-
ded in Epon after dehydration in graded series of ethanol. Thin
sections were stained with uranyl acetate and lead citrate and
examined with a transmission electron microscope (H-700,
Hitachi) at 75 kV. Some of the specimens, followed by the
tannin-osmium staining, were observed with TEM without
uranyl acetate and lead citrate staining.
Morphometric analysis
HSEM micrographs were selected for measurements when
meshwork structures were observed en face view at higher
magnifications in order to tend to "flatten" the basement
membrane surface and to reduce secondary errors caused by its
waviness. Measurements of the meshworks composed of
strands and pores were made on HSEM micrographs with an
original magnification of 200,000x. The long dimension of the
pores and the perpendicular width of the strands were measured
by an ocular micrometer equipped with a 0.1 mm scale. Mean
value and standard deviation were determined.
Results
Following cell solubilization in minced renal cortical tissues,
all cellular components were completely removed and only
basement membranes, the mesangial matrix, and interstitial
collagen fibers remained with in vivo architectures (Figs. 1
A—D, 2A). Acellular renal cortical tissues were judged by TEM
to consist of intact basement membranes devoid of attached
cellular components before and after tannin-osmium staining
(Fig. 1 C, D).
Glomerular basement membrane
At low magnification HSEM (Fig. 2 A, B), peripheral loops of
GBMs were cryofractured in various sectioned planes and
maintained their intrinsically lobulated architecture without
support from glomerular cells. The mesangial matrix extended
from the centrolobular zone onto the endothelial side of the
peripheral GBM for variable distances (Fig. lB, 2C, arrows).
The epithelial surface of the GBM was smooth in peripherally
expanded areas (Fig. 2B, Ep), although it was often wrinkled
and occasionally pitted injuxtamesangial areas (Fig. 2B, arrow-
heads). In contrast, the endothelial side of the GBM was much
more irregular, especially close to the centrolobular zone (Fig.
2B, thick arrows), where the mesangial matrix showed a
fenestrated septum with round or oval stomata between adja-
cent glomerular channels. At higher magnification HSEM (Fig.
2C), the mesangial fenestrated septum showed a plexus com-
posed of intertwining long fibrils. The isolated GBM was about
110 to 170 nm thick in the perpendicularly fractured face (Fig.
2D). It appeared to consist of a densely packed amorphous
materials and pores about 10 nm in diameter seen in places (Fig.
2D, arrows). By TEM, the fibrillar components of the GBM
embedding in background amorphous materials were about 3 to
4 nm wide in conversional TEM preparation (cf. Fig. 1C) and 4
to 6 nm wide after tannin-osmium conductive staining (cf. Fig.
lD) at much higher magnification.
At higher magnification HSEM (Fig. 3A), the mesangial
matrix extending onto the endothelial surface of the GBM
appeared as a series of anastomosing ridges. The strands
extending from the ridges were distributed in a polygonal array
and formed a specific endothelio-mesangial surface of the GBM
(Fig. 3B). It appeared to consist of an irregular, loose meshwork
structure of strands about 6 nm wide and pores that ranged from
4 to 120 nm with an average 14.1 nm in diameter (cf. Fig. 9 A,
B). Some of the strands were in direct continuity with the
intrinsic meshwork structure of the GBM (Fig. 3B, arrow-
heads).
On the endothelial surface of the peripheral GBM (Fig. 3 C,
D), the mesangial expansion was scarce or absent, where the
meshwork structure of the GBM was more clearly imaged in
oblique than in en face view (Fig. 3D). The strands and pores
within the meshworks averaged 6.4 nm wide and 9.7 nm in
diameter, respectively (cf. Fig. 10 A, B).
The epithelial surface of the GBM showed a more polymeric
meshwork structure composed of strands that frequently as-
cended or descended from one plane to the next (Fig. 3 E, F).
Each strand (about 6 nm wide) joined to three or four other
strands. The strands had relatively smooth surfaces, but further
detail on these features failed to be clarified even at much higher
magnifications (Fig. 3F, arrowheads). The pores within the
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Fig. 1. Transmission electron micrographs (TEM) of rat acellular renal cortex prepared by sequential-detergent treatment. A. All cellular
components were completely removed. Glomerular basement membranes (GBMs) associated with the mesangial matrix (m), Bowman's capsule
basement membranes (BCBMs), tubular basement membranes (TBMs), peritubular capillary basement membranes, and interstitial collagen fibers
remained. x 1,400. B. The mesangial matrix (m) extends from the centrolobular zone to the endothelial surface of the peripheral GBMs (arrows).
x6,000. Acellular GBM conventionally prepared (C) and after tannin-osmium conductive staining (D). Double arrows indicate endothelial surface
of the GBM. Overlying cell layers were completely removed. x44,000.
meshwork were oval or polygonal and varied in size, ranging ment membranes. In cross section (Fig. 4 A, B, C), the
from 4 to 20 nm with an average of 9.7 nm in diameter (cf. Fig. perpendicularly fractured face displayed a multilayered struc-
11 A, B). Knob-like granular materials (about 15 nm wide) were ture. Between each layer, strands running mainly in one direc-
occasionally observed on both sides of the GBM (Fig. 3F, tion formed loose meshworks that ranged from 4 to 50 nm in
asterisk), diameter (Fig. 4C, arrows). The epithelial surface of the BCBM
showed a corrugated appearance (Fig. 2A, 4D). At higherBowman's capsule basement membrane magnification (Fig. 4E) an irregular meshwork structure corn-
The Bowman's capsule basement membrane (BCBM) was posed of strands was observed. Strands were about 7 nm wide
the thickest basement membrane among the four renal base- and pores within the meshworks varied from 3 to 42 nm with an
L —\jç.
S.
Yf I
II'
(7I C D
_
_
_
_
_
_
_
_
_
_
_
_
_
_
_
 
_
_
_
_
_
_
 
—
 
—
v'
 
A!
_W
 
m
 
>
1'
 
I' M1g 
Hironaka et a!: Basement membranes by high resolution SEM 337
Fig. 2. Ultrahigh resolution scanning electron micrographs (HSEM) of detergent-treated renal cortex. A. HSEM of cryofractured acellular renal
cortex showing a glomerular tuft (G) and an empty Bowman's capsule (B) with tubules (T) devoid of overlying cell layers. x700, bar = 30 m.
B. Epithelial surfaces (Ep) of the acellular GBM of are smooth, but in juxtamesangial areas often wrinkled and pitted (arrowheads). Endothelial
surfaces are irregular in the centrolobular zones (thick arrows), where the mesangial matrix (m) appears as a fenestrated septum with round or oval
stomata. CL: capillary lumen, x6,600, bar = 3 m. C. Higher magnification of the mesangial matrix (m) composed of intertwining fine fibrils
(arrowheads) in the centrolobular zone. Asterisks indicate round or oval stomata of the mesangial fenestrated septum. Arrows indicate the
mesangial matrix extending onto the endothelial surfaces (En). x 24,000, bar = 1.5 m. D. The perpendicularly fractured face of the peripheral
GBM. Note small pores (arrows). x 132,000, bar = 150 nm.
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Fig. 3. Meshwork structures of the GBM on the endothelio-mesangial surface (A, B), the endothelial surface (C, D), and the epithelial surface (E,
F). A. The mesangial matrix appears as a series of anastomosing ridges (r) on the endotheliomesangial surface. x66,000, bar = 300 nm. B. Higher
magnification of the area similar to that in A showing a loose, polygonal meshwork structure composed of 6 nm wide strands. Thin arrows indicate
the long dimension of pores of meshworks. Some of the strands (arrowheads) are directly connected with the GBM (open arrows). )< 264,000, bar
= 30 nm. C. The mesangial matrix is absent on the endothelial surface of the peripheral GBM. x66,000, bar = 300 nm. D. Higher magnification
of the area similar to that in C showing a meshwork structure composed of strands and pores. x264,000, bar = 30 nm. E. The epithelial surface
showing a polymeric meshwork structure composed of strands. x66,000, bar = 300 nm. F. Strands about 6 nm wide (arrowheads) have relatively
smooth surfaces. Note knob-like granular materials (asterisk). x540,000, bar = 30 nm.
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Fig. 4. Acellular Bowman's capsule basement membrane (BCBM). A, B and C show a multilayered structure of the BCBM. GBM: glomerular
basement membrane. TBM: tubular basement membrane, col: interstitial collagen fibers, m: mesangial matrix. (A, x6,600, B, x4,800, bar = 3 pin).
C. Details of the area in the rectangle in B showing pores (about 4 to 50 nm, arrows) between each layers. x40,000, bar = 300 nm. D. The epithelial
surface of the BCBM reveals a corrugated appearance (arrows). x3,800, bar = 3 sm. E. Higher magnification of the area similar to that in D
showing an irregular meshwork structure composed of strands (arrowheads). Asterisks indicate scattered knob-like granular materials. x400,000,
bar = 30 nm.
average of 14.1 nm in diameter (cf. Fig. 12 A, B). The overall (Fig. SB). Interstitial collagen fibers were identified between the
structure was closely similar to that of the luminal surface of the TBM and the PTCBM (Fig. SB, col).
TBM (cf. Fig. 7 A, B).
Tubular basement membrane
Peritubular capillary basement membrane Tubular basement membranes (TBMs) averaged threefold in
The peritubular capillary basement membrane (PTCBM) was thickness as compared with GBMs (Fig. 4A). Proximal TBMs
the thinnest of the renal basement membranes (Fig. 5A, aster- were distinguished by specific dentate evaginations extending
isks) and the epithelial surface showed a meshwork structure into the tubular lumen (Fig. 6A, arrows), which corresponded
I-:-- i.'?,!w S4• &.
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Fig. S. A. HSEM of cross-sectioned acellular tubules (T) and acellular peritubular capillaries (asterisks). x 1,300, bar = 15 sm. B. Peritubular
capillary basement membrane (PTCBM) is separated from the tubular basement membrane (TBM) by interstitial collagen fibers (col). Note small
pores (arrows) on the epithelial surface of the PTCBM. x66,000, bar = 150 nm.
Fig. 6. Acellular basement membrane of proximal tubule (pTBM). A. TEM showing dentate evaginations (arrows) of the pTBM into the tubular
lumen (TL). x 10,000. B. HSEM showing many parallel cristae (arrows) on the epithelial surface of the pTBM. x 13,000, bar = 1.5 sm. C. Details
of the area shown in the rectangle in B. Arrowheads indicate long fibrillar components between each crista. Note scattered amorphous granular
materials (asterisks) on the crista. x 132,000, bar = 150 nm.
to many parallel cristae on ultrahigh scanning electron micro-
graphs (Fig. 6B, arrows), At higher magnification HSEM (Fig.
6C), the epithelial surface of the proximal TBM showed a
specific, loose meshwork structure in the invaginated portions
between each crista. The loose meshwork structure consisted
of strands about 7 nm wide and 4 to 100 nm long (Fig. 6C,
arrowheads). On the other hand, a tight meshwork structure
with amorphous granular materials was observed on the crista
(Fig. 6C, asterisks).
In the more distal segments of the renal tubules, the epithelial
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Fig. 7. Acellular basement membrane of distal tubule (dTBM). A. The epithelial surface reveals a less corrugated appearance. B. Details of the
area in the rectangle in A showing a polygonal meshwork structure composed of strands (arrowheads) and pores. x264,000, bar = 30 nm.
Fig. 8. Meshwork structures of the interstitial surface of tubular basement membrane (TBM). A. Note small pores (arrows) in perpendicularly
fractured face. f: interstitial collagen fiber, x66,000, bar = 150 nm. B. Higher magnification of the area similar to that in A showing an irregular
meshwork structure. Thick fibers (50 nm wide, t) are directly connected (arrowheads) with the TBM. x288,000, bar = 30 nm.
surface of the TBM had a less corrugated appearance (Fig. 7A),
where an irregular meshwork structure was observed without
the specific patterns seen in the proximal TBM (Fig. 7B). The
strands and pore size within the meshworks averaged 6.8 nm
wide and 13.1 nm in diameter, respectively (cf. Fig. 13A, B).
The interstitial surface of the TBM showed an irregular
meshwork structure (Fig. 8 A, B). The strands and pores within
the meshworks averaged 6.9 nm wide and 13.5 nm in diameter,
respectively (cf. Fig. 14 A, B). Pores were also observed in the
perpendicularly fractured face (Fig. 8A, arrows). Thick fibers
(=5O nm wide) which tended to be arranged perpendicularly to
the longitudinal axis of tubules, were directly connected (Fig.
8B, arrowheads) with the TBM in places.
Figures 9 through 14 indicate the distribution of width of the
strands (A) and diameter of the pores (B) measured in the
meshwork structures of the GBM (Figs. 9—i 1), BCBM (Fig. 12)
and TBMs (Figs. 13, 14), respectively.
Discussion
Technique for ultrastructural analysis
In this study, we investigated in situ ultrastructural features
of renal basement membranes using HSEM. HSEM is a new
technique that has proven its value in revealing novel features
of glomerular components [33—35]. Using this new technique,
we have previously demonstrated the presence of the pores in
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Figs. 9 to 14. Histograms of the distribution of width of the strands (A) and diameter of the pores (B) measured from the meshwork structure in
the GBM (Figs. 9—11), the BCBM (Fig. 12), and the TBM (Figs. 13, 14). E-M surface: endothelio-mesangial surface, En surface: endothelial surface,
Ep surface: epithelial surface, mt surface: interstitial surface.
the meshwork structure of the rat GBMs prepared by sonication
method [331. The Carlson extraction method [25] has the
advantage over the Spiro sonication method [36]. Namely, it
yields a completely acellular preparation of renal cortex, the
extracellular matrix of which maintains its in vivo architecture
and allows clear determination of the surface of the basement
membrane observed. The integrity of detergent-treated base-
ment membranes has been proven in several approaches 29,
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37—391. We confirmed that renal cortical tissues extracted by
this method consist of intact basement membranes devoid of
overlying cell layers by TEM and HSEM. Consequently, we
could demonstrate the previously unrecognized meshwork
structures by conventional SEM studies on basement mem-
brane types.
Meshwork structures in basement membrane types
The open, lobulated profiles of acellular GBMs suggest an
intrinsic structural rigidity unrelated to support by glomerular
cells and stretching by the hydraulic pressure in situ. On the
epithelial surface pitted holes were observed, which were in
agreement with previous reports [26], but their function is
unknown. The corrugated appearances in the TBM and BCBM
may represent manifestations of increased mechanical stress in
situ.
At higher magnifications, respective basement membranes
appeared to be mainly composed of 6 to 7 nm wide strands
arranged in polygonal meshworks, and to a lesser extent
granular materials. The pore sizes of the meshworks were
different among basement types. The pore sizes averaged 9.7
nm, 14.1 nm, and 13.1 nm in diameter in the epithelial surface of
the GBM, BCBM, and TBM, respectively (cf. Fig. 1 1B, 12B,
13B). The pore size characterizing the epithelial surface of the
GBM was smaller than in other basement membranes. Similar
conclusions was described by other investigators [21, 40, 41].
Laurie et al have demonstrated in the anastomosing network of
4 to 5 nm wide "cords" the presence of the pores that ranged
from 8 to 15 nm, in the GBM [21], thin basement membranes
[40], and the surface of Reichert's membrane [41] by TEM of
ultrathin section technique.
Present data support the proposition that a polygonal mesh-
work structure may represent a basic, ultrastructural feature of
basement membranes [40—42]. The ultrastructural dissimilari-
ties observed in renal basement membrane types may reflect the
differences in the distribution and in the relative amounts of
major basement membrane components such as type IV colla-
gen, laminin, heparan sulfate proteoglycan and entactin dem-
onstrated in immunohistochemical and biochemical studies [19,
21, 43—49]. These biochemical and structural dissimilarities may
relate to the diverse physiological roles in basement membrane
types. More recently, renal basement membranes are believed
to contain at least five distinct type IV collagen chains: al(IV),
a2(IV), a3(IV), a4(IV), and a5(IV) [8—20]. Heterogeneous
distributions of them in basement membrane types have been
demonstrated and the a5(IV) chain is considered to be almost
completely restricted to the GBM [16]. Those immunohisto-
chemical and biochemical studies suggest that novel chains
designated as a3, a4, and aS may have a crucial role in
glomerular filtration function, however, differences in function
among the various a-chains have not yet been determined.
Meshwork structure of GBM
In general, the GBM has been described to consist of the
network of 3 to 4 nm fibrils [1]. Laurie et a! [21] have designated
the 4 nm wide fibrils as "cords". Ota et a! [22] and Martinez-
Hernandez [23] have demonstrated the pores of about 4 nm and
7 nm in the network of the isolated GBMs by TEM of negative
staining, respectively. In replica techniques, Takami et al [24]
have directly demonstrated more larger pores (16 x 12 nm),
whereas Kubosawa Ct al [50] have demonstrated the pores (20
to 25 nm) after trypsin digestion. In the present HSEM study,
we demonstrated the meshwork structure composed of mainly
strands about 6 nm wide and to a lesser extent granular
materials. The pore sizes were about 10 nm in diameter on the
epithelial surface and 10 to 14 nm in diameter on the endothelial
side of the GBM, respectively (cf. Figs. 9 to 11). Similar
ultrastructural features were demonstrated by another HSEM
technique employed by Shirato et al [34]. They have described
that the native GBM consists of the meshwork structures of 6 to
11 nm fine fibrils and scattered granular materials and proposed
the presence of the topographical heterogeneity on both sides of
the GBM. In our previous HSEM study [33], the meshwork
structure associated with granular materials have also been
observed in the isolated rat GBM by sonication method, and
present results are consistent with those. After treatment with 4
M guanidine, which is widely used to extract noncollagenous
components [51], granular materials were reduced and then the
pore sizes of the meshworks were enlarged (unpublished data).
Yurchenco and Ruben have demonstrated a polygonal network
of type IV collagen (2.5 to 3 nm wide) in the amniotic basement
membrane after guanidine treatment [42]. Inoue et a! have
proved an unmasked, irregular network of type IV collagen in
Reichert's membrane [41], and thin basement membranes [40]
after plasmin treatment. These results suggest that strands
observed in the present HSEM study may be type IV collagen
attached by some material such as laminin. We postulate that
granular materials seen on the meshwork structures may be a
part of noncollagenous basement membrane components and
correspond to the granular background materials in the GBM
seen by TEM (compare Fig. 1C and lD with Fig. 2D). As we
have not yet established the immuno-HSEM technique to
clarify the chemical components of meshwork structures ob-
served, we could not reach a conclusion on this point.
At the ultrastructural level, architectural and morphometrical
discrepancies according to the methods employed may be in
part accounted for by the difference in techniques to visualize
macromolecular structures of the GBM. The modes of fixation,
the tannin-osmium staining in HSEM technique, and the metal
coating in TEM of replica techniques influence the appearance
and the size of macromolecules. The effects of the mode of
fixation have been discussed in detail [21, 40, 41]. They have
reported that "cord" thickness is 4.8 nm in glutaraldehyde-
fixed and 3.4 nm in permanganated-fixed in the rat seminiferous
tubule basement membrane. Likewise, the tannin-osmium con-
ductive staining employed in the present study, which is corre-
spond to the metal impregnation such as uranyl acetate and lead
citrate in TEM technique, is evaluated to increase the apparent
size of macromolecules such as ferritin (about 35%) [52]. In the
present TEM study, the fibrillar components of the GBM in
glutaraldehyde-fixed specimens were slightly thinner than those
measured after the tannin-osmium staining (compare Fig. 1C
with 1D). Based on the results of the present TEM study and
studies by Nakadera, Mitsushima and Tanaka [52], the apparent
size of the strands measured in the present HSEM study might
grow thicker (about 30 to 40%) and then much smaller pores
(diameter < 2 nm) might be clogged.
Physiologically, the presence of the pores in the GBM has
been postulated on the basis of numerous tracer studies,
however, the theoretical sizes estimated vary with methods
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employed as well as morphological studies [2, 3, 51. Probably
the glomerular permeability to macromolecules and plasma
proteins may also be effected by molecule-filter interaction with
charge [4], shape, and hemodynamic factors as well as size. The
effective pore size of the GBM is considered to less than 10 nm
in diameter [3, 5]. Our present data characterizing the epithelial
surface of the GBM (about 10 nm in diameter) fit in with this
estimate. Chang et a! [2] have postulated the presence of
uniform, cylindrical pores about 5 nm in the GBM. In contrast,
the present data and available data suggest that a three-
dimensional polygonal meshwork structure is the characteristic
feature of basement membranes.
Heterogeneity of GBM
We demonstrated the presence of the ultrastructural hetero-
geneity in opposite sides of the GBM at high resolution of
HSEM, namely, whereas the epithelial surface appeared as a
densely organized meshwork structure (Fig. 3 E, F), the endo-
thelio-mesangial surface displayed a loosely organized one (Fig.
3 A, B). The presence of the heterogeneity of the GBM has been
previously described in several approaches [6, 7, 10, 18—20, 34,
53, 541. Huang [53] has demonstrated two separate laminae
densae of the GBM by TEM: one consisting of a highly
cross-linked organization (epithelial lamina densa) and the other
consisting of a loosely organized one (endothelial lamina densa)
revealed with guanidine treatment in human kidneys. Carison et
al [54] have demonstrated the presence of the ultrastructural
difference in opposite sides of the GBM after proteolytic
dissection by TEM. More recent immnolocalization studies
have identified that al(IV), a2(IV), a3(IV) and a4(IV) chains
are present on the endothelial side of the GBM, and novel
a3(IV) and a4(IV) chains are predominant on its epithelial side
[19, 20]. The heterogeneous distribution of distinct type IV
collagen chains in the GBM has been also proven by biochem-
ical studies [10, 18]. Moreover, the presence of the a5(IV) chain
has been reported [13—17].
Present data may provide a structural basis for understanding
the heterogeneity of the GBM proposed by morphological,
itnmunohistochemical, biochemical, and physiological studies.
These heterogeneous ultrastructures observed in both sides of
the GBM may relate to (1) the dual embryonic origin of the
GBM, and (2) three-dimensional expansions of the mesangial
matrix via the endothelial side of the GBM. First, the GBM
originates during nephrogenesis by fusion of double basement
membranes beneath the vascular endothelium and the visceral
epithelium, respectively. The evidence that the synthesis of
additional basement membranes and joining of the new base-
ment membrane with the GBM by splicing during glomerular
developments, demonstrated by Abrahamson and Perry [55],
indicates a heterogeneous distribution of distinct five type IV
collagen chains in the matured GBM. Second, the three-
dimensional expansion of the mesangial matrix was observed in
agreement with previous morphological studies [26, 29, 56]. In
the case of biochemical continuity of the GBM and the mesan-
gial matrix, recent immunohistochemical studies have proven
that al(IV) and a2(IV) chains are predominant in the mesangial
matrix and subendothelial side of the GBM [19, 20]. In the
present study, we confirmed morphologically the continuity of
the GBM and the mesangium on the endothelial side of the
GBM at high resolution of HSEM (Fig. 3B). This looser
organization observed on the endothelio-mesangial surface of
the GBM may allow for penetration of macromolecules through
the endothelial side as demonstrated by tracer studies of
endogenous albumin and IgG [6, 7].
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